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TAPping into Creative Practice 
 
What happens when you put drama educators and a practising writer/director/actor in 
one room for eight hours? Drama Queensland, the professional association supporting 
members working in the primary, secondary and tertiary sectors in the areas of drama 
or arts education, did just that with Teacher and Artist Project (TAP). What did they 
learn from the experience? 
 
Throughout the month of August Drama Queensland undertook an intense professional 
development opportunity for experienced classroom drama teachers and tertiary drama 
education students called the Teacher and Artist Project or TAP. Teachers were immersed in 
the development of a new short work based on self-selected stimulus, ideas or stirrings. 
A small team of drama educators collaboratively wrote and developed a new work with 
celebrated playwright, director and actor Michael Futcher (The Drowning Bride, A Beautiful 
Life, The Mayne Inheritance and Someone to Watch Over Me). 
 
Tertiary drama education students were invited to observe the workshops, collaborate with 
the master class teachers and create a 60 minute lesson by documenting the master class 
activities and discoveries.  
 
In developing TAP Josephine Wise, president of Drama Queensland, sought to develop 
stronger industry partnerships and reconnect with drama educators who had been involved in 
teaching drama between 5 -25 years. ‘Existing models of professional development were not 
attracting experienced drama teachers to Drama Queensland events and not inspiring them’.  
At the heart of the experience was the enrichment of classroom practice through authentic 
and substantial engagement with the professional artistic community. 
 
The TA in TAP stands for Teacher Artist. The concept of the Teacher Artist embraces the 
idea of co-artistry. This is an acknowledged pedagogical approach to shaping learning 
experiences across art forms in Australia. That is, positioning the teacher as a director, 
designer, playwright, dramaturge every day in the classroom. Josephine believes that 
teachers as artists, in their own right, are critical to the way aesthetic pedagogy should be 
enacted in classrooms.  
 
‘In other words if teachers do not position themselves as artists or have the skills and 
confidence to apply curriculum with a deep understanding of their own art form and fail to 
engage artists-in-residencies then they are limiting their ability to inspire the richest and most 
connected curriculum experiences for their students. The purpose of the arts in schools is 
more than preparing students for a life in the profession for most young people who 
experience arts at school it should inspire a life-time of enriched living and learning’.   
 
Linking arts industry and teachers closely and in mutually beneficial ways is an important part 
of invigorating youth arts practice and curriculum. Through teacher co-artistry and 
artist/teacher partnerships young people in classrooms can make more meaningful 
connections between the arts practice in their communities and how can have an impact on 
the quality of their life. ‘Rich arts practice and aesthetic pedagogy teaches young people how 
to empathise and make meaning of their world, how be effective and important storytellers, 
deep learning, experiences of personal agency and community identity. These outcomes are 
intrinsic to collaborative art making during and beyond school. It is from these conversations 
that innovative curriculum emerges’. 
 
In contrast to the standard 1-3 hour workshop or master class, usually created in professional 
development models, Drama Queensland created an extended process to ensure an ongoing 
impact on curriculum. Outstanding pre-service drama teachers were selected to take 
responsibility for documenting the process and generating curriculum materials with the 
support of the experienced participants. The workshop outcomes and the documents were 
shared in the final open workshop and posted on Drama Queensland’s website to allow those 
who could not be directly involved to gain from the experience.  
 
Drama Queensland partnered with artist Michael Futcher, an inspiring local artist who invests 
a great deal in school and teachers as part of his professional practice. I asked Josephine 
about how TAP had made explicit links to the arts industry and how Michael became involved. 
‘Michael was recruited because of his experience, skills, ongoing relationship with schools but 
also because he asked me a question about how scripts are studied in Queensland 
secondary schools. It was through his awareness that Drama Queensland may offer him 
some insight to the ways his works are explored and promoted in school that made our choice 
clearer’.  
 
Michael’s industry experience provides ideas and skills that teachers might not normally 
encounter in a professional development workshop run by peers. A TAP participant spoke 
eloquently about this nexus. ‘Michael was able to connect for us the exercises with real world 
experiences. He was able to draw on his plays and other professionals’ practices to show us 
how these types of exercises and activities contribute to devising and presenting Drama. He 
was very generous in giving ideas, skills and patience. It was a very connected experience 
because even though we were all coming from different places, teachers, university students 
and a professional director, writer and actor, we found the one moment to learn in’. The TAP 
teachers all agreed that it was great model of education and industry partnership, connecting 
teachers with current theatrical trends and workers within the industry.  
 
However, the development of learning activities was not purely driven by Michael. The TAP 
teachers directed the learning and structure of the project and were consulted since the 
outset. When I asked Josephine about the process she said, ‘in the planning of this workshop 
series Michael and I spoke at length about aesthetic pedagogy, teaching, acting, directing and 
devising. These shared understandings have impacted on his approach to the teachers and 
my perception of what his rich and diverse experience brings to teaching’. 
 
‘In the first session the teachers made their desire to participate as artists clear (actors and 
devisors particularly) and Michael developed improvisational workshops in response to that. 
The teachers involved have participated in 4x4 hour workshops exploring a range of source 
improvisational strategies that Michael and his partner Helen Howard have used to develop 
their plays and that Michael uses as an actor or director’. During the project participants 
comments that it had been professionally relevant and personally fulfilling. A Brisbane-based 
teacher commented that ‘it was tremendous to have weekly interaction with other teachers 
and with an artist and teacher of Michael Futcher's experience. We have experienced a wide 
variety of practical techniques for play-building and improvising, as well as receiving a much 
needed reminder that teachers deserve to play, too’.  
 
Another drama teacher from a Brisbane secondary school described the experience as ‘food 
for thought and food for the soul’.  The participant said ‘it has been an opportunity to wear two 
hats at once and come out at the end informed and enriched. I have been able to be, at times, 
the educator who wondered how and when I could apply the ideas for my students and how 
many doorways would open for their learning. At other times I was able to once more become 
the performer playing with the craft, trying very hard to do as Michael suggested ‘step over 
the line’. It wasn’t about success or failure but rather trying and exploring’.  
 
A Laidley-based teacher and youth arts worker said, ‘TAP reconnected teachers with the 
fundamentals of acting and devising, breathing new light onto classroom practices. It re-
ignited my interest in the devising process and reopened my eyes to the magic of 
improvisation; as an acting tool, as a devising stepping stone. This project will heavily impact 
on my classroom practices as I rewrite my year 11 improvisation unit and assessment’. 
 
The learning was not isolated to practising drama teachers. A drama education pre-service 
student, who is due to graduate at the end of the year, noted, ‘I found all the warm-up games, 
exercises and group activities in developing acting skills, improvisation skills, finding starting 
points for play building and tips for directing/facilitation are all very useful to put in my drama 
goodie bag. I have even been applying this knowledge and experience to my final practicum 
experience. I have been using some of the games with my Year 9, 10 and 12 drama classes 
and particularly applying the improvisation and acting activities that I have learnt in TAP’. 
 
So, what are the expected educational and artistic outcomes of the project? Josephine is sure 
that the artistic outcomes from the project will take the form of enriched conversations 
between teachers and their students. For Michael, there will be flow on as a resident artist 
and an interest in his plays. Many of the teachers used the project as a re-invigoration method 
for their drama curriculum and classroom practice. One participant noted that during the 
process she was ‘already trying to think of ways to use the various methods of improvisation 
and exercises in telling stories with my classes. Year Eleven Youth Theatre Unit I feel will 
gain from hearing the stories of the class and deciding if we have a play to create. Production 
and Performance Students have benefited already from playing with different types of 
improvisation, particularly telling a story within their improvisation through movement rather 
than any dialogue. It allowed them to explore their physicality without getting caught up in 
what to say. I’m sure we will continue to build on this’. 
 
The ultimate objective of the project is reciprocal learning in the project: teacher to artist, artist 
to teacher. This type of interaction can result in a shared understanding of the role of the artist 
in the classroom and the role of teacher as an artist. Josephine says, ‘we acknowledge that 
Drama Queensland has an obligation to use artists in our professional development to 
facilitate meaningful partnerships between arts workers and teachers. We would hope artists 
and teachers involved in this project continue to support each others practice and collaborate 
in ways that ensure that all young people (and teachers) benefit from a life enriched by lived 
arts practice’. 
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